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Paradigm Shifts:
The Last Column - For Now
POINT OF VIEW BY MARK

W.

CONLEY

This will be my last column for
awhile. Carmen and I feel strongly that
these pages are for the membership. You
own the journal. It wouldn't be right if I
got to hog the editorial pages and then
wrote a column on top of it. But before I
ascend the editorial position (Did you
ever notice how red pens have this special kind of glimmer in artificial light?)
. . . oops, but I digress. Here are some
final thoughts in the spirit of Paradigm

hike, one to wash and one to wear. We
were also told not to bring "smellables" toothpaste, soaps, deodorants. The
bears developed an affinity for these
items. I wondered about our status as
the "smellables" after a few sweaty days
on the trail. Brian told us not to worry,
since human stink actually repelled
bears .
We chose a 73 mile trek which we
only understood on paper until we actually started to hike. Fully loaded down,
our packs weighed 50 pounds. Brian
took us out to the trailhead for what I
now call a "teaser" hike. We ambled easily down a gently rolling trail. Mule dear
grazed just off to our right, unafraid,
having never been hunted. We camped,
ate an amiable, freeze-dried spaghetti
meal. At the camp fire, Brian taught us
about teamwork.
We awoke to a spectacular sunrise
against the Cimmeron Mountains. After
striking camp, we rejoined the trail. At a
fork, Brian told us to turn left. Looking
to my left, I saw the trail going straight
up. It was nothing like the practice hikes
we had taken on the Potawatomi Trail in
Michigan. We climbed in full gear for
almost an hour to get to the top of a
mesa. Once there, the heavens opened
with thunder and rain. We literally ran to
the bottom of the mesa - 50 pound packs
and all - to find shelter. That night, in
camp, we all lay in our tents, wondering
if we were up to the challenges ahead.
The next morning, Brian left and we
were on our own.
The days were long and hard. We
were often up at 5 in the morning so we
could make it to our next camp by early

Shifts.

I always like to start this column with
a bit of a story. I shared a pretty unique
experience with my son last summer.
Together with 24 boys and 10 Dads, we
boarded an Amtrak train last July for a
backpacking trip to the largest Boy
Scout camp in the United States,
Philmont Scout Ranch. Some of you may
know Philmont. It's 216 square miles of
untouched wilderness in northeastern
New Mexico. The land was donated to
the scouts by the Phillips brothers, of
Phillips Petroleum fame.
After two sleepless days on the train,
we arrived, the blast of New Mexico heat
greeting us at the train station in Raton.
Our large group was split into crews of
12. Our crew was assigned a ranger,
actually a college kid from Virginia.
"Brian" ran us through a well-conceived
checkup and training course to prepare
us for the hike. At the medical station,
all of the Dads were relieved to discover
that their blood pressure actually stayed
below recommended limits. We laid our
backpacks out in the New Mexico sun
and weeded out items to get the backpack weight down. I learned that we
only took two sets of clothes on the
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afternoon. The camps held precious
water, rest, and physical challenges like
climbing pine poles, shotgun-shooting
and mountaineering. I learned to focus
on the spectacular scenery or just the
wobble of the pack ahead of me, to keep
from thinking that my heart might leap
out of my chest from the physical exertion. All around me were unfamiliar
sights - wildflowers that bore resemblance to my backyard perennials,
species of animals that I had never seen
so close up and so tame. A week into
freeze-dried food, we spied a fat wild
turkey and wondered - just wondered,
mind you - what he would taste like in
our big community pot.
Pounding the trails and sweating like
a pig, I could do a lot of thinking. Amid
the creaking of the packs, the sound of
boots hitting the dust and the gentle
teasing of the kids, my mind often wandered back to Michigan. It hit me pretty
quickly that this was a pretty important
experience - learning to team and to
trust with a group of adults and kids. We
had to rely on each other for all of life's
basics. Going up a mountain, I got altitude sickness, a malady that comes from
over-exertion at high altitudes. No one
complained. A neighbor-Dad friend of
mine who fought bad knees the whole
trail escorted me to a lower altitude so I
could recover. Two of our kids came
tearing down the mountain after a time
to see if we were Ok and then went tearing back up just as fast (one of those
squirrely kids now stars on the Holt
track team). We took care of each other
without hesitation.
My mind also naturally wandered
back to family and work Like many
Michigan educators, I had been getting
bogged down in dismay over the
changes washing over us. On the trail,
none of that mattered. But I was learning
a lesson that has held me in good stead
since returning. On the trail, I couldn't
stop. There was only one way to get out
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of those ragged ridges, to put one foot
ahead of the other each day. No one was
going to carry me out and I could starve
to death or die of exposure if I just sat
down and stewed. One foot ahead of the
other, every day.
But we also had choices to make.
Towards the end of our trek, we arrived
at the Tooth of Time, a famous scouting
landmark - hundreds of feet of rock jutting straight up. The climb is over bowling-ball size craggy rocks. Previously,
my son and I tackled everything
Philmont had to offer. That morning, we
were content to lay in the sun while the
others went up the mountain. We dozed,
watched the wildlife and collected our
thoughts. Our crew returned excitedly
and filled us in on what we missed.
Some days, I have learned, you can
choose to climb the mountain. Other
days, it's just as important not to climb
the mountain, to catch up with yourself
and those you care about.
Obviously, there are many lessons in
this for us all. You can't all go to
Philmont but I have found many parallels to the experience since coming
home. While the policymakers are busy
building jagged mountains, we all get up
in the morning, go to school, putting one
foot ahead of the other. I know a number of teachers that want to blast
through the legislative mountains. It's
kind of like the day we tried to find a
shortcut on our trail. We found the
shortcut, but it was up a jeep trail, the
steepest trail you can find on the ranch.
We got into camp early alright, but
everyone was too wasted to enjoy it.
And the kids were a lot worse for wear.
We have to continually balance our urge
for political action with the human
costs. Remember, there are days when
you have to climb the mountain. But
there are days when you don't have to.
Like my Philmont trip, the best way to
experience the joy in what we do is
through the eyes of the kids. There were
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some life-long bonds that were forged on
our trip. I saw qualities emerge in our
kids that I had not seen before. Quiet
kids became the backbone of our group.
Kids who experienced difficulty learning
in school led us through dense canyons
and over narrow peaks. We all had to
trust them with our lives, which is not
unlike what those of us in the older generation have to do with young kids eventually, whether we like to face that reality or not. With the right conditions and
lots of guidance and trust, these kids
responded to the challenge and earned
our respect. What I hope for the future is
that we - all of us who care deeply
about education - can better learn how
to create the right conditions so that
more kids respond to the challenge of
living their lives productively.
And now I have a challenge for you.
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On these pages for the past 3 years, I
have had the pleasure of sharing personal stories and weaving them into the
constantly changing school, social and
political scene around Michigan. I know
from talking personally with many of
you that there are a lot of stories out
there like mine. Over the next 3 years,
let's use this space to share some of
them. Send us your personal stories and
vignettes. There is no formal structure
per se, but I write mine like a letter to a
friend. Let's fill these pages with ways
that people are learning to thrive with
the Paradigm Shifts that are constantly
going on all around us.

Send comments to: Mark Conley,
Michigan State University, 509
Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI 48823
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